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Five Finger Exercise Peter Shaffer is a remarkable play that delves deep into the complexities of
human relationships, the nature of art, and the often turbulent interaction between creativity and
the human condition. Written by the acclaimed playwright Peter Shaffer, this play stands out not just
for its engaging narrative but also for its innovative use of dramatic techniques and character
development. In this article, we will explore the themes, characters, and the overall significance of
the Five Finger Exercise in contemporary theatre.



Overview of Five Finger Exercise

Five Finger Exercise premiered in 1958 and is one of Peter Shaffer’s earlier works. Set in a post-
World War II London, the play revolves around a young German student, Walter, who comes to
England to study and live with a British family. The narrative explores the dynamics between Walter
and the family, focusing on the interactions that reveal both cultural and personal conflicts.

Plot Summary

The plot of Five Finger Exercise centers on Walter, who is hosted by the wealthy, somewhat
dysfunctional family of the British couple, the Halls. The family consists of:

- Mr. Hall: A stern patriarch who runs a successful business.
- Mrs. Hall: A more nurturing figure, struggling with her own insecurities and the cultural divide.
- The children: Who represent different aspects of youthful rebellion and curiosity.

As Walter navigates his new environment, he finds himself entangled in the emotional and
psychological struggles of each family member. The tension escalates as Walter’s presence forces
the family to confront their own issues, leading to a climax that tests their relationships and values.

Themes in Five Finger Exercise

Five Finger Exercise is rich with themes that resonate with audiences. Here are some of the most
significant ones:

1. Cultural Conflict

The play examines the cultural differences between Walter and the British family. Walter represents
a post-war Germany, grappling with its identity and the consequences of its past. This cultural clash
highlights the misunderstandings and prejudices that can arise when different backgrounds collide.

2. The Nature of Art

Art serves as a recurring motif in the play, with characters often discussing its purpose and the role
it plays in their lives. Shaffer uses this theme to explore the idea of artistic expression as a means of
coping with personal struggles and societal expectations.

3. Identity and Self-Discovery

Walter’s journey can be seen as a quest for identity. Throughout the play, he grapples with his own



sense of self, influenced by the expectations of the Hall family and his own cultural background. This
theme resonates with many who have had to navigate their identities in the face of external
pressures.

4. Family Dynamics

Family is a central theme in the play, as the interactions between the Halls and Walter reveal the
complexities of familial relationships. The characters’ struggles with loyalty, love, and betrayal
reflect the often tumultuous nature of family dynamics.

Character Analysis

Each character in Five Finger Exercise serves a purpose in conveying the play's themes. Here are
the key characters:

Walter

Walter is the protagonist whose arrival disrupts the Hall family's routine. His character embodies
the struggle of a young man trying to forge his path while grappling with his past. His interactions
with the family reveal both his vulnerabilities and his strengths.

Mr. Hall

Mr. Hall represents the traditional patriarchal figure, embodying authority and control. His
character often clashes with Walter, showcasing the generational and cultural divide. Mr. Hall’s
rigidness serves as a foil to Walter’s more open and questioning nature.

Mrs. Hall

Mrs. Hall is the emotional heart of the family. Her nurturing instincts often conflict with her
insecurities, making her a complex character. Her relationship with Walter reflects her desire for
connection and understanding, highlighting the theme of loneliness.

The Children

The children in the Hall family add layers to the narrative, representing the innocence and curiosity
of youth. Their interactions with Walter bring moments of levity while also addressing serious issues
of rebellion and the search for identity.



Significance of Five Finger Exercise

Five Finger Exercise holds an important place in modern theatre for several reasons:

1. Innovative Structure

Shaffer's use of dialogue and interaction creates a dynamic and engaging narrative structure. The
play's pacing and rhythm reflect the emotional tension between characters, which keeps audiences
invested in their journeys.

2. Exploration of Psychological Themes

The play delves deep into psychological themes that were ahead of its time. Shaffer’s exploration of
the human psyche, particularly through Walter’s experiences, resonates with contemporary
audiences who seek to understand the complexities of mental health.

3. Cultural Relevance

As themes of cultural conflict and identity remain relevant today, Five Finger Exercise continues to
resonate with audiences across different generations. The play serves as a reminder of the struggles
that arise from cultural differences and the quest for personal identity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Five Finger Exercise by Peter Shaffer is a profound exploration of human
relationships, culture, and the quest for identity. The themes and characters resonate deeply,
making it a significant work in the landscape of contemporary theatre. As audiences continue to
grapple with similar issues in today’s world, the play remains a powerful reflection of the
complexities of life. Whether you are a seasoned theatre-goer or new to the world of drama, Five
Finger Exercise offers valuable insights that are both timeless and timely.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Five Finger Exercise' by Peter Shaffer about?
'Five Finger Exercise' is a play by Peter Shaffer that explores the dynamics of a family dealing with
the challenges of communication and understanding in a rapidly changing world. It focuses on a
young man who brings a new perspective to the family, leading to conflicts and revelations.



When was 'Five Finger Exercise' first performed?
'Five Finger Exercise' premiered in 1958 at the Lyric Theatre in London, marking Peter Shaffer's
first major success as a playwright.

What themes are prominent in 'Five Finger Exercise'?
Key themes in 'Five Finger Exercise' include the struggle for identity, the complexities of family
relationships, the clash between tradition and modernity, and the impact of personal ambition.

Who are the main characters in 'Five Finger Exercise'?
The main characters include the parents, Mr. and Mrs. Hargreaves, their children, and the young
tutor, who becomes a catalyst for change within the family.

How has 'Five Finger Exercise' been received critically?
'Five Finger Exercise' has generally received positive reviews for its sharp dialogue and insightful
exploration of family dynamics, and it helped establish Peter Shaffer as a significant voice in
contemporary theatre.

What is the significance of the title 'Five Finger Exercise'?
The title 'Five Finger Exercise' refers to a piano exercise that symbolizes the need for practice and
discipline in both music and personal relationships, highlighting the importance of communication
and connection.

Has 'Five Finger Exercise' been adapted for other mediums?
Yes, 'Five Finger Exercise' has been adapted into a television film and has seen various revivals in
theatre, showcasing its lasting impact and relevance in exploring human relationships.
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